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Every year, billions of dollars are spent on development aid and training around the
world. However, only 10% of this training results in the transfer of knowledge, skills, or
behaviors learned in the training to the work place. Ideally, learning transfer produces
effective and continued application by learners of the knowledge and skills they gained
through their learning activities. Currently, there is a limited body of research examining
the factors that hinder and promote learning transfer in professional development, particularly the professional development of school leaders in developing countries. This
qualitative exploratory study sought to address the gap in the literature by examining
six schools: three in Burkina Faso and three in Ghana, West Africa. This investigation
explored what promoted and hindered learning transfer in both countries. The sample
consisted of 13 West-African school leaders (6 in Burkina Faso and 7 in Ghana) who
attended a 3-day leadership training workshop. Data collection included in-depth
interviews, document analysis, post-training site visits, and text messages to ascertain
whether this mobile technology intervention enhanced learning transfer. The findings
demonstrated that learning transfer occurred in both countries in all six schools. Data
indicated that most of the transfer of learning happened in areas not requiring mindset
and behavioral changes. Data suggested that the facilities in which the trainings took
place, the facilitators’ dispositions and knowledge, the adequacy of the materials as
well as the testimonials and certificate of completions enhanced the transfer of learning.
Participants also indicated some inhibitors to the transfer of learning, such as financial,
cultural, and human behavior constraints. This study helps increase our understanding
of what promotes and inhibits learning transfer in educational settings in Burkina Faso
and Ghana and provides suggestions for trainers and teachers who facilitate trainings.
Keywords: learning transfer, school leadership, developing country, low-fee private schools, professional
development, education, sub-Saharan education

INTRODUCTION
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) seek to continue alleviating poverty and hunger,
protecting the environment as well as promoting health and education. In terms of education the
SDGs focus not only on access to primary education for all but they also aim to help provide quality
education in primary as well as secondary schools around the developing world (United Nations,
2016). Due to the fragility of many public educational systems, many developing nations have seen
a rapid increase in the growth of low-fee private schools (LFPSs). Researchers such as Grissom
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and Harrington (2010) and Leithwood et al. (2004) have demonstrated that training the school leadership team is fundamental
to improving learning and transferring knowledge (Leithwood
et al., 2004; Grissom and Harrington, 2010; Swaffield et al., 2013).
However, to date, little has been done to improve the school
leadership teams in Africa, particularly in West Africa (Bush and
Oduro, 2006; Bush et al., 2011).
Despite the $921 million spent on education in Africa
between 2010 and 2012, there is little evidence that the monies
invested yielded improved student learning outcomes [United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (2015,
UNESCO)]. This illustrates, in part, the lack of understanding
and focuses that governments, policy makers, educators, facilitators, and trainers have placed on training and learning transfer
(Ford, 1994; Awoniyi et al., 2002). Oftentimes programs are not
adapted to the participants’ needs and do not take into account
how adults learn best (Knowles, 1980; Mezirow, 2000). In addition, trainings do not often take into consideration the local
context and culture [Central Intelligence Agency (2016, CIA)].
Rather, trainers must take into consideration learning transfer
before, during, and after the trainings take place. Activities and
pedagogies that are culturally responsive and adapted foster
learning transfer. Post-training follow-up and adequate conditions for learning also enhance learning transfer.
The purpose of this study was to examine what inhibited
and enhanced the transfer of learning in Burkina Faso and
Ghana after a professional development event attended by
school principals and owners of LFPSs. The research question
examined was: What enhanced and hindered the transfer of
learning post professional development event to the LFPSs? The
key findings suggest that the unique cultural circumstances of
each country prevented the transfer of learning. Other findings
pointed out that testimonials and certificates of completion
promoted learning transfer. This study is particularly salient
in its contribution to the literature because it provides insights
on learning transfer that are not only relevant for West Africa
but also for school leaders in all developing countries. In this
article, first we explain the concept of transfer of knowledge as it
relates to adult learning. The next section examines the literature
on what hinders learning transfer in general and in developing
countries. In the third section, the approach to conducting the
study is presented followed by the factors that promote learning
transfer. We conclude by addressing the relevance of the findings
for practitioners, non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
governments, and policy makers.
Learning transfer is defined as “the effective and continuing
application by learners—to their performance of jobs or other
individual, organizational, or community responsibilities—of
knowledge and skills gained in the learning activities” (Broad,
1997, p. 2). Transfer is the primary objective of teaching, yet it
is the most challenging goal to reach (McKeough et al., 1995;
Foley and Kaiser, 2013; Furman and Sibthorp, 2013; Hung, 2013).
Seminal authors stipulate that most of the time, the application
of what is learned is “left to chance” (Caffarella, 2002, p. 209;
Ford, 1994; Furman and Sibthorp, 2013). The fact that billions
are spent each year on training, yet only 10% results in transfer
of knowledge, skills, or behaviors in the work place or at home,
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illustrates the lack of focus that educators, facilitators, and trainers place on learning transfer (Ford, 1994; Awoniyi et al., 2002).
Broad and Newstrom (1992) identified six key factors that can
either hinder or promote learning transfer: (a) program participants, their motivation and dispositions and previous knowledge;
(b) program design and execution including the strategies for
learning transfer; (c) program content that is adapted to the
needs of the learners; (d) changes required to apply learning,
within the organization, complexity of change; (e) organizational
context such as people, structure, and cultural milieu that can
support or prevent transfer of learning values (Continuing
Professional Development); and (f) societal, community forces.
These factors are particularly important because some of the
study’s findings concur with them, as elaborated further in the
Section “Discussion.” Next, we describe the many factors limiting
learning transfer.
Although it has been challenging for scholars to measure
learning transfer and its impact to date, seminal authors, such
as Caffarella (2002), Ford (1994), Hung (2013), Illeris (2009),
Knowles (1980), Lightner et al. (2008), Taylor (2000), and Thomas
(2007) have written extensively about what inhibits the transfer
of learning. As Knowles (1975, 1980) recommended, adults need
to understand when, where, and how they will be able to apply
the knowledge they learn to their unique situations. Hung (2013)
concurs with Knowles and argues that often the knowledge is not
situated enough, and that adults are not able to make connections
to their real-life situations. Thomas (2007) suggests that barriers
to transfer can happen before, during, or after training. He classifies the barriers to learning transfer into three categories: the
barriers related to the learner, the ones related to the situation,
and those dealing with the facilitator.
Scholars have identified several barriers to learning that occur
at the level of the learner. The learner may lack foundational
knowledge or lack motivation (Knowles, 1980; Caffarella, 2002).
Without foundational knowledge, the learner has insufficient
experience or context to connect the new knowledge to past
experiences and understand its potential relevance to future
situations. Without motivation, the learner will likely not focus
and retain what is important to his or her situation. Another
learner-based barrier is that the educators in this part of the world
are not accustomed to independent learning. In most developing
countries, the teaching culture relies on a stand and deliver style,
in which the facilitator talks and the learner listens. Yet research
has shown that adults need to play an integral part in their own
learning in order to transfer the knowledge to their settings
(Knowles, 1975, 1980; Pratt, 1993; Mezirow, 2000).
The physical qualities of the environment where the learning
is to take place make a difference. The room in which the training
takes place might be inappropriate or uncomfortable. It may lack
resources or equipment (Ford and Weissbein, 1997; Taylor, 2000;
Merriam and Leahy, 2005). Taylor (2000) proposed that programmatic elements, such as the length of the training, the size of the
class, and the time of day or night that the training is offered,
can promote or inhibit learning transfer. Another hindrance to
learning transfer could be the lack of follow-up after the training
by the facilitator or other stakeholders (Caffarella, 2002) or a
climate that does not foster trust (Knowles, 1980; Taylor, 2000).
2
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Caffarella (2002) also argues that unfavorable political climates
will not permit learning transfer to take place.
Since learning is a process, not an event, learners ought to be
included in the design of their learning experience (Knowles,
1975, 1980). Learners also need to be assessed, and the facilitators
need to formulate goals and evaluate the process by being reflective (Knowles, 1980). Similarly, the shortage of opportunities
for students to directly apply the new knowledge to context also
prevents transfer. Illeris (2009) proposed that it is important to
design learning activities for all types of learning and that some
learners are visual learners while others are kinesthetic learners.
Correspondingly, some learning takes place best through field
activities, while others can be done in a classroom environment.
Another problem with transfer is the issue of maintenance: how
long can we expect the acquired knowledge to be maintained
and what role can the facilitator play in making sure that the
knowledge is maintained (Ford, 1994).
In a qualitative exploratory study of 11 workplace literacy
instructors, students, and supervisors, Taylor (2000) examined
the factors influencing learning transfer. The purpose of his study
was to explore whether trainees were able to effectively apply new
knowledge and skills gained from the literacy program to their
jobs, and if so, how. Taylor believes that the transfer is dependent
upon three people: the trainee, the facilitator, and the supervisor.
This study showed that the trainees were not able to transfer, first
because there was a lack of reinforcement to support the trainees
in applying their new knowledge to their jobs. In addition, the
environment was not favorable to transfer. Trainees reported a
lack of equipment, they were too busy after the training to transfer
the new knowledge, and they were not supported adequately with
the transfer of learning.
This next section examines the factors that enhance learning
transfer and is divided into three subsections: what the learners’
responsibilities are in fostering learning transfer, what the
organization can do to promote learning transfer, and what role
the facilitators play in facilitating transfer.
First, we examine the learner’s responsibilities in fostering
learning transfer. Knowles’ (Knowles, 1980) model of andragogy
outlines a few fundamental elements required for learning transfer. First, the learners need to be self-motivated. The learners also
need to be willing to reflect, collaborate, and engage in conversations and disagreements. Mezirow (2000) further suggests that
learners need to engage in transformative discourse in order to
question their assumptions and gain new knowledge. To do that,
learners need to be willing to learn differently and participate
in learner centered pedagogies, including problem solving, case
studies, and role-plays. In addition, there are five personality traits
important for transfer: “consciousness, openness to experience,
extraversion, emotional stability, and agreeableness” (Baldwin
and Ford, 1988, p. 63). Learners ought to be open to collaborating,
ready to reflect and interested, and ready to listen to and discuss
other points of view.
In terms of the organization’s responsibilities, the location,
time, and conditions of the training ought to be convenient and
conducive to transfer. Organizing the logistics in advance is
beneficial (Ford and Weissbein, 1997; Taylor, 2000; Merriam and
Leahy, 2005). In particular, organizers or people in charge of the
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training should think about the ideal class size, the length of the
training, the time of the day or night of the training, the date at
which the training is offered, and whether the location is convenient to access (Curry et al., 1994). Moreover, the room where the
training is held needs to be inviting and have sufficient equipment,
light, and comfort to enhance transfer (Taylor, 2000). In addition,
the tables inside the room need to be arranged according to the
type of activity the facilitator chooses. The organizers should
also build in post-training actions, finding additional time and
resources soon after the training to allow facilitators to conduct
follow-up trainings, host discussions, or create opportunities to
re-connect with the learners to check on their progress. Lastly,
organizers and facilitators need to assess the satisfaction of the
trainees and use their feedback to inform future programming
and facilitation improvements (Rachal, 2002).
Lastly, concerning the facilitator’s responsibilities, a good
facilitator is skilled, passionate, eager, and enthusiastic, and is
approachable and welcoming. He/she has a sense of humor, is
interested in his or her students’ lives and goals and helps them
reach them. A skilled facilitator observes what is spoken as well
as what is unspoken (McGinty et al., 2013).
Open communication and teaching methods also play a role
in learning transfer. An effective facilitator is aware of participants’ stressors that are due to the larger context, whether they
are political, economic, health, or personal (McGinty et al.,
2013). Another facilitator skill that promotes learning transfer is
scaffolding, which refers to instructional methods that support
students in their learning process (Ford and Weissbein, 1997).
To scaffold the content, facilitators select content that is accessible to the learners so that they focus on the skill being taught.
Scaffolding takes place through a safe learning environment,
the set-up of the room, lighting, and ventilation (McGinty et al.,
2013). Scaffolding also includes establishing an environment
in which learners are emotionally safe. Such an environment
includes speaking a common language, being inclusive, and
being aware of socio-cultural differences in the room (Closson,
2013). Beyond an awareness of who is represented in the room
socially and ethnically, Caffarella (2002) suggests that the content
of the material should reflect the cultural differences in order to
enable transfer. The author asserts that learning transfer is discussed within contexts, and hence context matters and affects the
way we teach, what we teach, and how we teach (Rachal, 2002).
Facilitators ought to utilize culturally responsive materials, be
humble, and act with tact when working with minority populations in developing countries (Closson and Kaye, 2012). In these
marginalized communities, the outsiders (i.e., those not from
there) ought to use stories and songs of the nationals in order
to be culturally respectful and responsive and to build trust and
strengthen the bond between facilitators and learners over time
(Silver, 2000). For example, case studies have been shown to be an
effective technique for teaching adults (Macaulay and Cree, 1999)
because they include context as an authentic part of the teaching
and learning. Caffarella (2002) further posits that the content of
the material must be balanced and learning transfer strategies
used, such as individual learning plans, mentoring, follow-up
sessions, support groups, networking, reflective practices, chat
rooms, list serves, or portfolios.
3
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Mezirow (2000) states that facilitators need to lead the
trainees in purposeful reflection. This purposeful reflection
is a key element in learning transfer, and is augmented when
supplemented by diverse viewpoints and concept mapping to
organize the knowledge. Additional scholars have identified
this idea of reinforcing and practicing the new learning as
crucial for transfer (Quinones et al., 1995; Seyler et al., 1998).
Linked to the idea of revisiting new knowledge is the notion of
feedback (Morgan et al., 1998). The authors argue that feedback
from facilitators to trainees, and from trainees to trainees, is
paramount to effective transfer and to successful group work,
which is also believed to enhance transfer. In developing countries, feedback should be given to the learners at an early stage
and authentic encouragement should be part of the andragogy
to enhance learning transfer (Closson and Kaye, 2012). The
collaboration can take several forms, one of which is that of
learning communities (McGinty et al., 2013). The importance
of collaboration and participation between the facilitator and
the learners is emphasized in Lave and Wenger’s (Lave and
Wenger, 1991) theory of situated cognition, which focuses
on what they call legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). In
LPP apprentices learn from experienced practitioners by first
learning and practicing basic tasks. Through these activities, and
with further collaboration with the experts, apprentices become
familiar with their duties and better understand the community
and its needs. LPP illustrates how collaboration is instrumental
to learning and learning transfer and why facilitators need to
employ this critical strategy.
Using the conceptual framework of learning transfer and the
theory that underpins it, this study examined what enhanced and
hindered learning after a professional development event. This
concept could have a significant impact on schools in developing
countries as school leaders play a pivotal role in the overall success
of the schools and students learning outcomes. This paper is part
of a larger study, which sought to explore how, if at all, proprietors
and head teachers of LFPs are able to transfer to their schools
the newly acquired knowledge after attending a 3-day leadership
training in Burkina Faso and Ghana Brion, 2017. In this paper,
we report the findings of the following research question: What
enhanced and hindered the transfer of learning post professional
development event to the LFPSs?

This research design relied on a purposive criterion and a
convenience sampling of three proprietors and three head teachers of LFPSs. Purposive sampling allows researchers to select rich
cases, from which one can learn the most and establish productive
relationships that best enable answering the research questions of
a study (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2013). Criterion sampling was also
used, as participants were chosen according to their ability to attend
the 3-day school leadership training and to speak and understand
the national language. Other criteria included the school’s size
and number of years the school was in operation. The researchers
selected schools with a minimum of 150 students and schools that
had been in existence for at least 3 years because school leaders
would be more inclined to focus on professional development once
their schools were more established. This study was carried out in
accordance with the recommendations of the University of San
Diego’s Institutional Review Board with written informed consent
from all subjects. The IRB was approved in March 2016.

Data Collection

Data collection included an initial informal meeting and in-depth
interviews with proprietors and head teachers of LFPSs in two
countries. Other data collection included site visits, and document review.

Data Sources

Initial Informal Meeting

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) affirm that: “In a foreign culture,
an interviewer needs time to establish familiarity with the new
culture and learn some of the many verbal and non-verbal factors that may cause the interviewers in a foreign culture to go
amiss” (p. 144). Spradley (1979) speaks about rapport as being “a
harmonious relationship between ethnographer and informant”
(p. 78). He refers to rapport as building trust with study participants in order to allow the information to flow freely. Building
strong relationships based on trust is even more important in
an international context when dealing with distinctive cultures
and languages. Hence, the initial meetings served to build trust
and rapport between the participants and the researcher. Both
the school proprietors and the head teachers attended the initial
meetings. During these meetings, the school leaders were also
invited to read the consent forms for this study. All subjects gave
written informed consent in accordance with the Declaration of
Helsinki. These preliminary meetings happened in July 2016 in
the two countries studied.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Selection of Research Sites
and Participants

Interviews

This qualitative exploratory study utilized a case study approach
(Yin, 2014). Once we explored each case/school separately, we
identified commonalities and differences within the six schools
and made comparisons between the sites and the countries. The
research sites were six LFPSs drawn from a 3-day-long school
leadership training organized by an American NGO in collaboration with the University of San Diego. The training took
place in July 2016. The participants were from Kumasi, a city
from the Ashanti region, North West of Accra, the capital and
Ouagadougou in Burkina Faso.
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The in-depth interviews were the primary source of data for
this study. Interviews included three proprietors and three head
teachers for a total of six interviews in Burkina Faso and seven
in Ghana. Interviews were semi-structured and open-ended and
lasted 60–90 min. An interview guide was developed. We asked
open-ended questions such as “Tell us about any changes that
have happened in your school since the last training” or “Why
did you make those changes? Can you give us an example of what
was helpful to make the changes?” Interviews were audio taped
and transcribed verbatim in French and English. The French
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transcriptions were not translated into English but rather coded
in French. Ford and Weissbein (1997) posit that follow-up after
a training should happen as soon as possible to avoid relapse;
hence, the researchers conducted the in-depth interviews
3 months after the end of the training.

Limitations

Conducting research internationally presents a certain number
of challenges. First, due to financial constraints and the cost of
leading research internationally, we stayed for a limited number
of days in Ghana. This short duration prevented us from looking at the transfer of learning over several months in several
West-African countries. In addition, we studied three LFPSs
only, limiting my sample and transfer of the findings to other
contexts.
Despite these limitations, this study contributes to the body of
literature on learning transfer, particularly as it is a concept not
been readily studied in Africa. This study helps set the stage for
further interventions and possible cross-cultural collaborations.

Site Visits

The purpose of the site visits was to corroborate the interview
data. Post-training school visits took place at the same time as
the in-depth interviews, 3 months after the school proprietors
and head teachers had attended the 3-day school leadership
training. Data collection included taking photographs as well as
completion of matrices. This allowed comparison of matrices,
which collected baseline data prior to the training and then
post-training comparisons. The goal of utilizing these matrices
was to discover if proprietors were able to implement aspects of
their school improvement plans (SIPs), which they completed
during the training. For example, Module 2 of the school leadership training dealt with health and wellness and emphasized the
importance of having separate toilets for girls and boys. During
the initial preliminary meeting and tour of the school, we took
photographs and took notes to see if separate toilets existed.
After the participants had the training, we reviewed the School’s
Improvement Plan and looked for changes, if any, regarding toilet
facilities. During these school visits, these researchers wrote field
notes as well, which were later coded.

RESULTS
The research question sought to examine what enhanced and
inhibited learning transfer after a professional development event
in Burkina Faso and Ghana. Next, the findings from Burkina
Faso are presented. To respect the participants’ ideas they are
cited verbatim throughout the study. To respect their anonymity,
pseudonyms for the school were used.

Burkina Faso

Inhibitors to Learning Transfer

Interviews with participants conveyed that there were several factors that inhibited the transfer of learning. First, all participants
spoke about the financial challenge. All schools had received
a loan and found it difficult to pay it back and improve their
schools at the same time. One head teacher explained, “With the
loan we must repay, it is hard to find additional money to make
some changes in the school.” Related to finances, enrollment was
an issue in one case. La Gloire School had an incoming sixth grade
class of nine students, which prevented the leaders of the school
from building the new toilets they intended to construct. In other
cases, the lack of financial means prevented the school leaders
from expanding, building additional classrooms, or buying land.
The La Grace School owner said: “Once we have more funds, I
am ready to expand and buy the land next door.” In one case, the
lack of money made it impossible for the school to get electricity,
which was “impeding getting quality teachers because they would
want electricity to use the projector, make photocopies and so
forth.”
Another inhibitor to transfer revealed in all six interviews
was a challenge requiring human behavior change, referring to
the challenges pertaining to changing the mindsets and habits
of teachers and parents. Several school leaders mentioned that it
was difficult to gain the trust of parents and to make them “realize
that we are trying to do a good job.” One interviewee shared that
“most of the parents are of Muslim faith and since I am running
a Christian based institution, it caused frictions preventing the
parents from trusting the team at school.” This leader went on by
saying: “The parents that are Muslim are not trusting us easily.”
Another leader stated that most of the parents at his school were
illiterate, making it difficult to share with them what they had
learned in the training: “They would not see or understand the

Document Review

Document analysis consisted of the goals in the SIPs and mission
statement completed by the study participants during their trainings, as well as other artifacts, such as photographs and matrices.
These documents were key to understanding if learning transfer
occurred. In addition to providing a rich source of information to
address the research questions, the document analysis functioned
as a source for data triangulation.

Data Analysis

We looked at extracting convergences and recurring regularities
within the three schools in each country. Content analysis included
identifying, coding, categorizing, classifying, and labeling the primary patterns in the data. We coded all the transcripts by hand.
Analysis of qualitative data took place over two cycles. In round
one, open codes were developed for each key point emerging
from the interviews, documents, analytical memos, field notes,
and journal. In round two, codes were grouped into overlapping
categories to create themes.

Trustworthiness

Triangulation was used with several different sources of data,
such as the in-depth interviews, site visits and field notes, and the
document analysis (Creswell, 2013). In addition, the researchers
went back to the program officers in each country as well as the
facilitators of the training in Ghana to ask them to check the
accuracy of the findings, which can be referred to as a form of
member checking (della Porta, 1992). Member checking was
used to enhance the likelihood of credible findings (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985).
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value of what we are sharing with them and it would be difficult
for them to make adjustments.” A third leader added: “It was hard
to bring the teachers to share the same vision as us.”
A third inhibitor for all schools was the competition of nearby
private or public schools. In all schools, there were competitors
nearby that charged less than the schools studied. As a participant
explained: “Sometimes the competition is illegal competition
because those private schools are not registered with the government and the government asked them to close in some instances
but they would not listen and to date they are still operating.” In
one case, these competitors were believed to have practiced juju
on the school. Juju is a West-African practice similar to witchcraft
whereby animals or objects are used to hurt someone. Africans
often fear the unseen spiritual world of juju, which includes
curses, demons, and upsetting ancestors. In this study, one
school reported having been the victim of juju. The proprietress
of Wendkuuni School shared:

time carved out to reflect, engage in a case study, and write their
SIP at the end of each day. One school leader stated:
The case study helped me to build my confidence and to
identify with it. I came back to my school and started to
hire younger people because in the case study where we
had to recruit teachers, I chose to hire a younger teacher
despite the fact that everyone else in the group chose the
old man who used the cane!
Others shared that they appreciated the “give and receive
approach.” And all commented, “We learned a great deal from
each other and continue to do so by keeping in touch with each
other by phone, or when time permits visiting each other school.”
One head teacher put it in these terms: “I liked the atmosphere
and liked engaging with others in a relaxed way.”
Related to the Participant Guide, all interviewees commented
on the qualities and dispositions of the facilitator. They shared
that the facilitator “was willing,” “attentive,” “she touched us
and made us comfortable.” One other person affirmed that she
knew her content and was passionate. One proprietress added:
“I memorized her words.” A head teacher affirmed: “She made us
feel like family, so we could share.”
All leaders also commented on the hotel facility as being
comfortable and conducive to learning. All mentioned the meals
they were served each day. “When we left in the morning to come,
we did not eat but we arrived at the hotel and we were fed allowing
us to focus on learning.” One proprietor added: “I passed by this
hotel but I always thought it was reserved for the big people, I
liked it and we ate well.”
Moreover, one participant indicated that having a head teacher
present at the training was facilitating transfer since “he is the
person that is in charge of making things happen at school.”
Three other persons affirmed that having someone from previous
cohorts come and give testimonials was helpful; “it allowed us to
concretely see how to put into practice the theory we learned.”
All participants made reference of the certificate of completion
that they received at the end of the training. They claimed the
certificate gave them the confidence to improve their schools; one
person affirmed, “You see now I have the certificate, that means
I know something and need to show the others how to do it.”
Similarly, one school had posted in their school office the group
picture taken during the training and the leaders said: “We refer
to it to give us courage and also to show teachers and parents.”
In one instance only, a school leader spoke about two other
kinds of transfer enhancers. She spoke of her husband helping
her to build an additional classroom and of the micro-lender who
lent her additional funds despite the fact that she already had one
loan. She said: “Since you first came, my husband built a new
classroom for me and I went to the micro-lender to ask for more
money because I wanted to make some changes that cost.”
Burkinabe participants offered that what helped them transfer
the learning to their schools was the Participant Guide, the andragogy used to facilitate the training, the quality of the facilitation,
the facilities in which the training was held, the certificate, and
the group picture given at the outset of the training, as well as
the testimonials from previous cohort members. One trainee also

One morning we arrived at school and there was a large
pile of trash in the middle of the school yard. The guard
wanted to move it away so our yard was clean to receive
the students. Next thing we know the guard’s foot was
infected and all bloody. We went to the hospital but they
told us that was not something medical doctors could
fix. They said it came from somewhere else, you know,
and they could not do anything for it. The guard almost
lost the use of his foot. We care for him so I visit him
every day and I help him with feeding and medical care.
But because of this event, we also lost some students,
you see, they went somewhere else.
To summarize, in Burkina Faso, inhibitors to the transfer of
learning were financial, related to the need to change human
behavior, and associated with competing school(s), which (a) took
students from the schools involved in this study and (b) practiced
juju. Another inhibitor linked to the lack of finances concerned
the recruitment of quality teachers because the proprietors/head
teachers reported that trained teachers asked for costly materials,
such as overhead projectors. All participants mentioned having
financial and human difficulties as well as too many lawful or
unlawful competitors. The next section addresses what enhanced
the learning transfer to the school sites.

Enhancers of Learning Transfer

All six participants in Burkina Faso mentioned that the Participant
Guide that was given to the participants during the training was
“helpful” and “made it easy for us.” They stated that the content
was appropriate for their context and that it was “clear and well
done.” One leader said, “You people hit all the points we need in
the Guide.” All interviewees are still using the guide to either train
others on it, or hold meetings with parents. All interviewees also
commented on the andragogy used during the training and in the
Participant Guide. In Burkina Faso, the andragogy used is mostly
one of stand and deliver where the facilitator speaks the entire
time and the participants write and listen. For the leadership
training, an active andragogy was used whereby trainees would
create their own knowledge by working in pairs, in tables, having
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mentioned that having the leadership of the school attend the
training was helpful to transferring knowledge. Other transfer of
learning enhancers included support from family and from the
micro-lender.

The last challenge that was brought up was of a logistical
nature. When the training took place in Ghana in early July, the
schools were still in session, making it challenging for the leaders
of the school to transfer later. One head teacher said: “It would
be better during the vacation because our minds are more free.”
Similar to Burkina Faso, all Ghanaian school leaders faced
financial and human behavior issues. Unlike Burkina Faso,
leaders in one school also mentioned the timing of the training
as an issue. They felt that trainings should be offered during the
holidays to allow for better transfer. Another finding was the fact
that people tend to transfer new knowledge when it is visible to
the customers and can immediately have an impact on income.
The knowledge that people do not know may be less important
since people do not know what they do not know; not realizing
the value of the new knowledge at first, hence discouraging
leaders to transfer some of the new knowledge. Besides the challenges, proprietors and head teachers also mentioned multiple
factors that assisted them in transferring the learning to their
institutions.

Ghana

Inhibitors to Learning Transfer

Study participants cited several inhibitors preventing them
from transferring the new knowledge to their schools. The first
inhibitor was financial, having to repay a loan while charging low
tuition. “The challenge is we have to pay every month the loan,
but we are committed to do that to be able to get a second loan
to do something significant.” One participant even shared that
having a more balanced diet at school for the children is costly
for the school: “We often run the food part of the school at a loss
and sometimes the proprietress has to put in her own money to
cover it.”
Furthermore, participants stipulated that they met complications pertaining to people’s (or staff ’s) behavior. Specifically,
leaders talked about teachers as being reluctant to adapt to higher
expectations and lady cooks resisting wearing a cap. “It was hard
for the cooks at first to re-adjust to new rules, and wear their caps.”
One younger leader spoke of the human behavior problem in
different terms saying that he “felt intimidated sometimes bringing up ideas to his superiors because they were far older” than
he was and “culturally that was a challenge.” This young leader
referred to the power issues and dynamics inherent in Ghanaian
culture. Related to both the financial and human challenges, all
participants spoke indirectly about the competition they were
facing, stating that “if we raise our tuitions, parents will leave the
school and go next door.”
Another inhibitor to learning transfer had to do with what
a participant called “not knowing what you do not know.” One
proprietor explained that fencing his school had a significant
impact on the parents. They were happy and congratulated the
school for taking such a safety measure.
However, it was much harder to get recognized when we taught
the parents about the food pyramid. You see the fence parents can
see and measure its impact, the food they cannot see the results
immediately and since they are not educated, they did not know
what we taught them and if they had not come to the meeting,
they would not have known what they were missing out.
The proprietor continued:

Enhancers of Learning Transfer

Participants praised the content of the training modules.
According to them, the modules were adequate for their context.
One leader said: “The reality was there for us in the books” and
“made us realize what we do not have.” They appreciated the
activities, the reflection questions that “forced us to think,” the
homework and the SIP. The SIP was “a gateway for us, allowing us
to see where we should go next.” Another leader added: “The SIP
helped us to stick to what we told you we would do.” All enjoyed
the andragogy used and appreciated networking and working
with every participant throughout the training. “We learned a lot
from each other and heard what other[s] did or what problems
they had.” They all commented on the “good atmosphere” during the training. In addition, everyone noted that the facilitators
were competent and “knew where to touch.” Finally, everyone
enjoyed the hotel facility and the service and the food. One
leader described the training facilities in these terms: “The service, the food were good and all for free.”
All three schools in Ghana transferred some learning to their
institutions from the July training. Two schools were able to put
into action far more than the third one. All schools faced multiple challenges. All confronted financial inhibitors and human
challenges. All schools appreciated the training materials, the
facilitators, and the andragogy used. They all enjoyed the facility
and the daily meals.
The findings of this study indicate that learning transfer
occurred in all three schools in Burkina Faso and all three schools
in Ghana. Table 1 summarizes the factors that enhanced and
inhibited the transfer of learning in Burkina Faso and Ghana. As
Table 1 shows, factors that supported the transfer of learning in
both countries included the location and logistics of the training,
the facilitator’s content knowledge and disposition, the adequate
content of the training, the active andragogy used, as well as
testimonials given by other cohort members. In Burkina Faso, the
certificate of completion presented to all participants at the end of
the 3-day training as well as the testimonials given by an alumnus
seemed to have supported the transfer of learning as well. When

If a proprietor has the choice between making a change
that is visible and informing on nutrition that people
have no idea on, they would choose the visible change
for marketing purposes … that in itself creates a challenge because they choose what to transfer according
to the impact it will have most on the finances of the
school.
This leader spoke about the choices other leaders make regarding what knowledge to transfer to the schools and which ones
would be most immediately visible and financially beneficial on
the short term.
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learning transfer as well as the findings that are new contributions
to the existing body of literature.

Table 1 | Summary of findings.
Findings

Reasons

Transfer of learning occurred
in all six schools

Transfer That Is Visible to Others Is More Valued

Enhancers to learning transfer

1. Facilities in which training took place were
conducive to learning.
2. Content knowledge and dispositions of
facilitators.
3. Appropriate training content and training
guide.
4. Active andragogy
• Group discussions.
• School Improvement Plans (SIPs).
• Case study.
5. Others (Burkina Faso only):
• Testimonials.
• Certificates of Completion.

Inhibitors to learning transfer

1. Financial:
• Loan to repay.
• Decreased in enrollment.
• Lack of equipment results in difficulties
to hire and retain quality teachers (Burkina Faso only).
2. Human Behavior:
• Challenges associated with changing
mindsets and habits.
• People value what can be seen.
• People do not know what they do not
know.
3. Competition:
• Competition from other schools.
• Competition inside school.
• Practice of juju associated with competition (Burkina Faso only).
4. Cultural:
• Interacting and working with elders.
• Juju (Burkina Faso only).
5. Logistical: timing of training (Ghana only).

In this study, all 13 school leaders from both Burkina Faso and
Ghana were able to transfer some learning after the 3-day leadership training. Although there was evidence of transfer related
to all aspects of the four modules studied, much of the visible
transfer was related to improving the building facilities. Painting
a building, buying new chairs and hand washing stations, or labeling classrooms only require knowledge, money, and time. Heifetz
(1994) refers to these as solutions to technical problems, as they
can be fixed with expertise and good management. The school
leaders learned in the training that beauty was linked to improved
student outcomes, they learned that signage increased the visibility of their schools, so they made those changes in order to attract
more parents and students. One of the leaders from Akwaaba
School in Ghana understood and spoke about the urge to transfer
first and foremost the knowledge that produces visible changes
because customers understand and are attracted to changes that
they can see immediately. He explained that other changes that
require a behavior or mindset change, what Heifetz would refer
to as adaptive work, are far more difficult to tackle because they
involve changes that do not usually yield additional customers in
the short term. School leaders in this study were mostly interested
in making short-term changes, because they had loans to repay
and often lived modestly themselves. In providing this example,
this school proprietor was explaining the difference in mindsets
and priorities in Ghana and the importance of understanding
those variances when examining the learners’ abilities to transfer
new knowledge to their schools. This finding supports Broad and
Newstrom (1992), who denote the cultural and social contexts
as possible inhibiters to learning transfer. Related to the idea of
transferring first what is visible, is the idea that people cannot
transfer or teach to others what they do not know themselves.

given a certificate of completion and hearing testimonials, participants perceived that they were more competent, felt confident,
and were motivated to transfer the new learning to their schools.
The findings also revealed key challenges to learning transfer. The
inhibitors in both countries were not only financial but also associated with (a) human behavior, (b) competition, and (c) culture.
Leaders from one school in Ghana referred to the scheduling of
the training as being an issue as the training took place while the
school was still in session.

People Do Not Know What They Do Not Know

As the subheading statement made by a participant indicates,
another barrier to the transfer of learning that all participants
noted was related to human behaviors. All participants mentioned the difficulties they had in transferring new knowledge
when it involved changing mindsets, changing habits, or setting
higher expectations for their staff, teachers, and parents. This
human behavior challenge also explains why transferring what
is visible first was preferred. Broad and Newstrom (1992) and
Knowles (1975) addressed the lack of prior knowledge as a barrier
to the transfer of learning. Caffarella (2002), as well, discussed the
necessity for trainers and facilitators to be culturally sensitive and
to understand the local norms, traditions, and cultures in order to
facilitate the transfer of learning. This was found to be the case in
both Burkina Faso and Ghana. Also, in both countries, the idea
of changing mindsets and habits was an additional challenge to
transferring knowledge, particularly when it came to changing
eating habits. This is explained by the fact that (a) people are
not aware of what a balanced meal is and why it is needed (lack
of knowledge); (b) people cannot afford eating a balanced diet
(financial issue); and (c) people eat what they grew up eating,

DISCUSSION
Inhibitors to Learning Transfer

Scholars have written extensively about what inhibits the transfer
of learning (Broad and Newstrom, 1992; Ford, 1994; Caffarella,
2002). According to Broad and Newstrom (1992), inhibiters to
learning transfer may come from (a) the program participants
themselves if they lack motivation and prior knowledge; (b)
the training material and its content; (c) the follow-up; and (d)
the external cultural and social contexts. The following section
presents the findings that concur with the current literature on
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what they perceive as being healthy foods and necessary to eat
(mindset and habit). People eat food to feel full, preferably food
that will fill their stomachs for long periods of time and foods
to which they have a cultural and emotional connection. Many
participants joked and said that if they ate a balanced meal but did
not eat fufu at each meal, they felt like they “did not eat anything.”
Fufu is a staple food in West Africa and is made out of cassava and
green plantain. One participant further explained:

spoke about the challenge of sharing new ideas with his leaders
because they were elderly. He shared that, because of the top-down
leadership, “it is culturally inappropriate when a younger person
brings new ideas.” Hence, he viewed his leaders as competing
against him. The last significant barrier to learning transfer that
emerged from the findings was the lack of capital.

Finance Matters

All participants noted that lack of funds prevented them from
implementing more changes in their schools after the training.
All school leaders interviewed had a loan to repay and found it
challenging to transfer new knowledge to their schools because
many of the changes needed involved some level of investment.
Finances as a barrier to learning transfer is largely absent from
the literature because western scholars wrote the literature on
adult learning transfer based on western organizations. In this
study, leaders of LFPSs in these two developing countries shared
their daily struggle to serve families with limited financial means
while wanting to provide a quality education in an improved
environment.

You see, I understand what you are telling us about
eating a balanced diet, but here in this region of Ghana,
unless you eat fufu, it feels like you have not eaten. For
me, I grew up eating fufu. In other regions, people eat
rice or banku but for my tribe it was fufu.
This study showed that mindsets are particularly challenging
to alter. Broad and Newstrom (1992) speak about the complexity
of making changes within an organization. Changing mindsets
is a complex task and requires leadership. Adaptive leadership
is necessary in African schools to alter deeply rooted beliefs and
transform mindsets. Adaptive work involves a disparity between
values and circumstances and the role of the leaders is to close that
gap. In order to close the gap between values and circumstances,
leaders need to be trained and acquire the skills and knowledge
necessary to undertake this difficult task. In addition, to tackle
adaptive challenges (i.e., the ill-defined problems), leaders need
to know their competition (Heifetz, 1994).

Enhancers of Learning Transfer

Knowles (1980) outlined a few fundamental elements required
for learning transfer to occur. First, the learners need to be
self-motivated. The learners also need to be willing to reflect,
collaborate, and engage in conversations and disagreements.
Mezirow (2000) further suggests that learners need to engage in
transformative discourse in order to question their assumptions
and gain new knowledge. To do that, learners need to be willing to
learn differently and participate in learner-centered pedagogies,
including problem solving, case studies, and role-plays. Learners
ought to be open to collaborating, ready to reflect, and interested
and ready to listen to and discuss other points of view. According
to Broad and Newstrom (1992), there are other elements that
enhance learning transfer such as the organization of the training, including the length, time, and location. The authors further
affirm that the facilitation (andragogy and training activities), the
quality of the facilitators, the adequacy of the training materials,
and the changes required to apply learning within the organization are also essential to enhance learning transfer.

Knowing the Competition

Another barrier to transfer mentioned in all schools was competition from other schools. In this study, all schools were surrounded
by other public or private schools and found it challenging for
several reasons. For example, competitors would attract away students from schools in this study creating a decrease in enrollment
for La Gloire School in Burkina Faso. This decrease in enrollment
meant a heavier financial burden for La Gloire and the inability
to transfer much knowledge due to a lack of financial support.
In one case in Burkina, competitors sometimes would practice
juju on the school. That school reported having been the victim of
this witchcraft practice. By putting into danger, the life of a school
employee, the school leaders incurred added costs to temporarily
replace the injured employee and to care for him. In addition, the
institution lost some students to the competing schools during
this period because people learned about the juju spell that was
cast against the school.
School leaders ought to know their competition in order to
understand their school’s value proposition. For example, leaders ought to seek to understand why they have empty seats in
their schools. They also ought to comprehend who and where
their competition is so as to set their school tuitions accordingly.
Finally, leaders ought to manage the internal and external conflicts that are resulting from the competition in order to improve
their schools.
In another instance, the “competition” was not coming from
other schools but from within the school. In Nyame school, the
competitors were the two senior school leaders who were older
than the Director of Academics. In this case, the younger leader
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Facilitators and Facilitation

As far as what enhanced learning transfer in Burkina Faso and
Ghana, participants mentioned the quality and dispositions of
the facilitators. The facilitators were knowledgeable, approachable, fostered a climate of trust, and used varied pedagogies that
allowed for group work and reflection. These findings are in
agreement with Mezirow (2000). Facilitators also understood the
local context and were aware of the struggles that school leaders
faced. These findings concur with the current literature on learning transfer (Broad and Newstrom, 1992; Closson, 2013; McGinty
et al., 2013). Participants also appreciated the positive feedback,
the encouragement, and the collaboration among participants
and between participants and facilitators, which supports Lave
and Wenger’s (Lave and Wenger, 1991) theory of situated cognition whereby learners progressively become experts as they
collaborate with the professionals. In addition, the interviewees
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spoke highly of the student-centered teaching strategies used,
such as the case study, and the SIP at the end of each day. Those
findings are supported by the literature and are applicable to the
developing countries studied (Ford, 1994; McGinty et al., 2013).

this phenomenon. The first major finding was that trainees were
transferring more elements that were visible to their customers
because those visible changes do not require a behavior change
and, hence, are easier to implement. The second finding revealed
was the resistance to change when it came to altering mindsets
and deeply rooted traditions and cultural factors. According to
participants, another challenge that limited transfer was competition coming from either inside or outside the institution. Findings
also suggested that what promoted learning transfer were quality
facilitators, active learning and teaching strategies, adequate
materials and facilities, as well as testimonials and certificate of
completion.

Facilities

All participants appreciated the facilities in which the training
was offered. They stated that it “was conducive for learning” and
“the foods that was served during the morning snack and midday lunch were delicious and all for free.” Authors such as Ford
and Weissbein (1997) as well as Merriam and Leahy (2005) and
Taylor (2000) speak about the importance of the conditions for
learning. The findings of this study concur with the transfer of
learning literature when it comes to the environment as being
key to learning and to the transfer of knowledge. Two elements
surfaced in this study that have not yet been addressed in the
literature on adult learning transfer. Data demonstrated that the
awarding of a certificate of completion and the testimonials given
from alumni encouraged participants to transfer the new learning
to their schools.

Recommendations

Based on the findings and conclusions of this exploratory
study, we offer recommendations for (a) practitioners; (b)
NGOs, governments, and policy makers; and (c) future
research.

Recommendations for Practitioners

Based on the findings, practitioners and consultants who prepare
materials for developing countries ought to prepare those materials based on the local needs, not based on their Western ideas
of what is needed. Being in the field, interviewing stakeholders,
visiting sites, and having evidence-based materials are essential.
Reflecting on the materials and modifying them based on the
trainees’ feedback is not just crucial but a sound practice based
on adult learning and learning transfer theories (Mezirow, 2000;
Caffarella, 2002). Development expert Ruxin (2013) talks about
the importance of working “in the mud.” By this, he means it
is crucial to be with people on the ground to create materials
that locals need, allowing them to transfer the new knowledge
to their work place and hence have a sustainable influence. This
practice avoids aid colonialism whereby Westerners have started
development initiatives only to find out that when they left, the
efforts stopped and—even worse—divided the communities, just
like the colonizers did. Being in the mud also allows for better
understanding of the local cultures, power dynamics, and belief
systems. In this study, the material used during the training was
piloted, modified, and contextualized based on hundreds of
interviews with the local school leaders and with local trainers,
scholars, and leadership experts.
Second, because of the lack of leadership training offerings
in both Burkina Faso and Ghana, there is a need for additional
culturally responsive leadership modules that address leadership
principles, such as tackling adaptive challenges and building a
trusting team. School leaders ought to also be trained on assessing
their competition, doing market studies, and how to have productive healthy relationships with their competitors. In addition,
more training modules or workshops ought to be developed on
topics such as how to set tuition fees and marketing.
Based on the findings, for trainings in emerging nations,
trainers, consultants, and facilitators should consider having
trainees from previous cohorts come to give testimonials to the
newly trained cohort. Successful alumni of the trainings could
become group moderators for the mobile technology follow-up
intervention.

Certificate of Completion and Testimonials

Six participants made mention of the certificate of completion
they received as being significant for them to transfer knowledge.
The certificate gave the participants pride and confidence that
they were able to transfer the new knowledge. The certificates
may be essential in emerging countries because many adults do
not have access to a formal education or do not have the opportunity to attend trainings. Leadership trainings in Africa are rare for
both public and private school leaders, but especially for LFPS’s
leaders. Hence, the certificate may not only have a symbolic value
to the leaders but it may also provide them with a certain status.
The leaders who did not overtly speak of the certificate had it
posted in their office.
The other element that emerged from this study, and that is
absent in the literature on learning transfer, is the use of testimonials. Half of the school leaders insisted that having school
proprietors and head teachers who received the training prior to
them come to share with them how they used the training in their
schools was helpful. These testimonials allowed the trainees to
ask questions and see concretely how to apply the knowledge and
hear about the benefits the changes yielded for those from previous cohorts. Only half of the sample spoke about this because
only the participants in Burkina Faso had an alumnus from the
training come to have lunch with them. Thus far, it is not a practice
that has been adopted by the facilitators in Ghana. Such findings
suggest that testimonials are important in these contexts and the
practice of inviting alumni to trainings could be adopted in other
countries if appropriate. Few Burkinabe participants shared that
they visited the alumni’s school.

Conclusion

This study aimed to examine if, and how, proprietors and head
teachers of LFPSs were able to transfer newly acquired knowledge to their school sites after having participated in a 3-day
leadership training in Burkina Faso and Ghana, West Africa. The
narrative of school leaders helped increase our understanding of

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

10

January 2018 | Volume 2 | Article 69

Brion and Cordeiro

Learning Transfer: The Missing Link to Learning

Lastly, for anyone who works with adults anywhere in the
world teaching or facilitating trainings and/or meetings, it would
be beneficial to understand the key concepts of learning transfer,
as well as the adult learning theories used as conceptual framework in this study.

Recommendations for Future Research

Other longitudinal studies should examine how to enhance
learning transfer and avoid relapse over longer periods of time. In
addition, with a larger sample, cross-comparative studies should
be conducted in both Burkina Faso and Ghana. Using change
theories as theoretical framework, additional studies could
examine the role culture plays in facilitating change.

Recommendations for NGOs, Governments,
and Policy Makers

Because of the Millennium Development Goals and now the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), $2.3 trillion has been
spent on foreign aid in the last 60 years (Myers, 2011). To ensure
that investments made do not turn into dead investments, and
that development initiatives are sustainable once the Westerners
leave, the following recommendations are aimed at all funders
and supporters of development initiatives.
For NGOs that organize trainings, it is advisable that the
trainings are offered at the best possible time for the intended
participants. In addition, it is essential that trainings be held in
quality facilities with adequate learning conditions, as seen in the
learning transfer literature. Furthermore, given the impact the
certificates had on the trainees’ confidence, status, self-worth, and
on the transfer of learning, it would be important to give each
participant a certificate.
Finally, for policymakers, governments, and anyone in
charge of organizing trainings, workshops, or gatherings, getting
familiar with the learning transfer and adult learning literature
is recommended. Without understanding how adults learn and
how best to enhance learning transfer, there will be little return on
investment. For an effective use of time and money and to develop
sustainable programs, it is essential that trainers and curriculum
designers understand adult learners, their needs, their cultural
context, and how to help them be successful in transferring
the new knowledge. It is only possible to meet the Sustainable
Development Goals of achieving quality education for all and
achieving gender equality and empowering all women and girls
if monies are invested properly and trainings are led effectively
with learning transfer in mind.
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